
FACTS & BACKGROUND
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A 14-year-old girl identified as T.L.O. was caught smoking in a girls’ lavatory in violation of 
a school rule. She denied to the principal that she had been smoking. He asked to see her 
purse and found cigarettes. He also found rolling papers, marijuana, and a pipe, along with 
evidence suggesting that T.L.O. was dealing drugs. She was charged in juvenile court. T.L.O. 
argued that the evidence found in her purse was the product of an unreasonable search 
and seizure that violated the Fourth Amendment. It also provides that warrants should only 
be issued upon “probable cause,” which is more than a mere suspicion.

DATE DECIDED

The court recognized that students have a legitimate expectation of privacy in many items 
that they may carry into school. This expectation of privacy is balanced against the school’s 
interest in maintaining discipline. Requiring a warrant for a search of a student’s possessions 
would be unreasonable and interfere with disciplinary procedures in a school. The court also 
held that probable cause was too high a standard for a student search.

The T.L.O. decision was important in establishing that students do have legitimate privacy 
interests at school. But it also gave school officials greater leeway in conducting warrantless 
searches of students and their possessions.

IMPACT OF THE DECISION

NEW JERSEY
CASE:

Do you think the principal’s search of T.L.O.’s purse for cigarettes was reasonable? What about his more thorough 
search after he discovered cigarette rolling papers?

Do you think that the majority opinion struck a proper balance between student privacy interests and the school’s 
interests in discipline and a proper educational environment? Why or why not?
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